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Abstract 

Contrary to the general belief that the references to astronomical phenomena 
alluded to during the conversation between Vyasa and Dhrtarastra in the Bhismaparvan 
of the epic Mahabharata, are confusing and contradictory, it is clearly demonstrated that 
the description is very systematic and that the references to astronomical phenomena are 
quite consistent in the context of ill omens within the parvan and that the only true 
references to planetary positions are consistent with those in the udyogaparvan also. 
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Introduction 

It has been well known that the epic Mahabharata[ 1] contains over one 
hundred and fifty references to astronomical events [2] scattered throughout the 
text and a majority of these references occur in the Bhismaparvan. These 
references are contained mainly in chapters 2 and 3, and occur in the context of 
Vyasa ‘s description of ill omens on the eve of the war to Dhrtarastra. Practically 
every scholar [3] has criticized these references as confusing and being 
contradictory. It is thought that every planet is described as being at least at two 
different positions at the same time. While most scholars have criticized the 
apparent contradiction, the opinions vary from just plain criticism [4], to ridicule 
[5], to utter condemnation [6]. Only a few scholars have considered the references 
in this parvan to be of any real value [7], Some have considered only the 
references to eclipses [8], others have considered selected planetary positions [9]. 
Very few of them have considered all the astronomical references in the parvan. 
Even those who consider all of the references in these two chapters, recognize the 
apparent inconsistency and try to explain them [10] in terms of astrological 
tenninology such as vedha and pula etc. Others have tried to reinterpret the 
references by introducing additional hypotheses. Daftari [11] introduced the idea 
that there are two sets of astronomical data and then tried to rearrange the original 
text by switching the stated positions of naksatras pusya and sravana. Sharma 
[12] advanced the hypothesis that Vyasa met Dhrtarastra on more than one 
occasion and that the astronomical references actually correspond to different 
times, but have been compiled together at one place. There is no evidence textual 
or otherwise for such hypotheses and in any case, these attempts have not been 
successful in accounting for all planetary positions. 

The purpose of this note is to show that (i) the criticisms directed against these 
descriptions are unwarranted, (ii) Vyasa is very systematic in his descriptions of 
the ill omens and (iii) that when understood in their proper context, there is no 
contradiction in the astronomical references and that they constitute a coherent 
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Astronomical References from Bhishmaparvan 

As is well known, Vyasa meets with Dhrtarastra on the eve of the war and 
describes to him a whole set of ill omens he has seen. These descriptions of ill omens run 
over two chapters in the Bhismaparvna, and the astronomical references occur in four 
separate sections: slokas (20-23) and sloka (32) in chapter 2, and slokas (11-17) and 
slokas (24-29) in chapter 3. The scholars who have studied these astronomical references 
have only seen the apparent contradictions, but have not appreciated how systematic 
Vyasa is in his description. Just because the descriptions appear in four different sections, 
some [13] have suggested that they belong to different times. Or, what is worse, some 
scholars [14] have suggested that some of the sloka s belong to sabhaparvanl However, 
the true situation is quite different. The astronomical references can be grouped in four 
different segments because they pertain to four different aspects of the ill omens as will 
be shown below. The tradition of recognizing astronomical ill omens can be traced to 
Atharvaveda [15] and its Parisistas [16] and the ill omens described in the epic are 
consistent with the tradition. 

The First segment 

sloka s (20-23) of chapter 2 constitute the first segment. Here Vyasa describes the 
omens foretelling the imminent war. Before describing the ill omens, he makes it clear 
that a great disaster is bound to occur just as indicated by the ill omens: 
ihayuddhe maharaja bhavisyati mahahksayah 
yathemani nimittani bhaydyadyopalaksyatell MB (VI. 2. 16) 

“Oh King, a great destruction will occur in this war just as it is indicated by these 
omens, which are harbingers of great calamity.” 

The ill omens 

(i ) ubhepurvapare sandhye nityam pasyami bharatal 
udayastamane suryam kabandhaihparivaritam// MB(VI. 2. 20) 

“Oh Bharata, I observe the sun every day both morning at sunrise and in the 
evening at sunset and have seen him as if encircled by long arms (i.e., encircled 
by a comet).” 

( ii) svetalohitaparyantdh krsnagrivah savidyutahl 

trivarnahparighah sandhau bhanu mavarayantyuta// MB(VI. 2. 21) 
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“I see the sun surrounded by halos on all sides, halos which are tricolored, dark in 
the middle and white and red towards the edges and accompanied by lightning.” 
(iii )jvalitarkendu naksatram nirvisesa dinaksapam / 
ahoratram may a drstamtatksaydya bhavisyatill MB (VI. 2. 22) 

“I have been watching days and nights the fierce sun, the moon and the stars 
shining incessantly and have been unable to distinguish between day and night. 
This surely forebodes utter destruction.” 

(w)alaksyah prabhayahinah paurnamasinca kartikim/ 
candrobhudagnivarnasca samavarne nabhasthaleli MB(VI. 2. 23) 

“On the full moon night of kartika, the moon with fiery tinge was hardly visible, 
devoid of glory, and the horizons were also of the same hue.” 

It is clear that the intent of Vyasa is to impress upon Dhrtarastra that there is an 
imminent war, the annies are standing facing each other ready to fight and that war will 
bring about utter destruction. This has also been indicated by the ill omens. 

Vyasa begins by saying that he observes the Sun every day both in the morning at 
sunrise and in the evening at sunset. He has noted the appearance of halos and some 
comets, which appear to enclose the Sun as if with long arms. The moon had become 
lusterless on the lunar eclipse day of kartika purnima. The class of omens thought to 
indicate an imminent war is quite consistent with the tradition going back to Atharva 
veda-Parisista 
Consistency with tradition 

The verses quoted above can be compared with similar verses (given below with a 
free flowing translation) from Atharvaveda-Parisista describing yuddhalaksana, omens 
indicative of war. 

(a ) arkebhra parighadinam parivesorka candrayoh 

(b ) ldksalohita varnatvam sarvesanca vicaranam// AP (64. 5. 7) 

“ One should always consider the line of clouds and halos around the sun and the 
moon and observe whether they appear red or not in color.” 

(c) nilalohitaparyantam krsnagrivam savidyutam! AP (61. 1.4) 
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“which are blue and red towards the edges and dark in the middle and 
accompanied by lightning” 

(d ) trivarne parighevapi trivarnairva balahakaih 
udayastamayamiyadyad suryah kadacanai //AP (61. 1. 15) 

( e) prthivyam rajavamsyandm mahad bhayam upasthitamll AP (61. 1. 15) 
“Whenever the sun is surrounded at sunrise or sunset by tri-colored clouds, 

(the balahaka clouds), it indicates great calamity to the earth and royal families.” 

(f ) tamro bhavati sastraya . 

dhumravarno gnivarno va gramesu nagaresu vail AP (53. 5. 1-2) 

“ the color of the moon (at the time of eclipse) indicates a battle if it is red and 
disaster to cities and villages if it is smoky or fiery.” 

The omens described by Vyasa are entirely consistent with the description in 
Ath arvaveda-Paris ista. 

The second segment 

In the second segment, consisting of two sloka s, Vyasa considers the ill omens 
foretelling the great hann to the kuru dynasty and refers to the lunar eclipse, which 
occurred on the Full moon day at krttika, followed by a solar eclipse. The earth 
experiences constant tremors. He also refers to Saturn afflicting rohini (Aldeberan) and 
svetagraha transgressing citra, which indicates the selective destruction of the kuru clan. 

(i ) rohonim pidayannesa stitho rajansanaiscarahl 

vydvrttam laksma somasya bhavisyati mahadbhayaml 1 MB(VI. 2. 32) 

“Oh King, Saturn is harassing Aldeberan and the spot on the Moon has shifted 
from its position. Something terrible will happen.” 

(ii ) abhiksnam kampate bhumirarkam rdhustathagrasatl 
sveto grahastathd citrdm samatikramya tistati/l MB(VI. 3. 11) 

“The Earth is experiencing tremors intennittently and Rahu has seized the Sun. 
svetagraha has transgressed citra 
Consistency with the references in Udyogaparvan 
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These are almost identical to the omens described by Karna earlier in 
Udyogaparvan (Kama includes in addition the retrograde motion of Mars) at the time of 
his riding with Krsna: 

(a) prajapatyath hi naksatram grahas tiksno mahadyutih! 
sanaiscarahpidayatipidayan praninodhikant !7 MB(V.14i. 7) 

“The noxious and much lustrous graha Saturn, which always harasses people 
extremely, is harassing the naksatra presided by prajapati.” 

(b ) krtva cahgarako vakram jyesthayam madhusudana / 
anuradham prarthayate maitram samsamayanniva// MB(V.14i. 8) 

“Mars has performed a retrograde turn at Antares, oh, madhusudana, and appears 
to be begging anuradha ‘s friendship, as if to pacify it.” 

( c) nunam mahadbhayam krsna kuriinam sumupasthitam! 
visesena varsneya citraihpidayate grahahl 7 MB(V. 141. 9) 

“Indeed a great danger awaits the kuru family and is indicated by the graha 
afflicting citra .” 

(d) somasya laksma vyavrttam rdhurarka mupesyati/ MB(V. 141. 10) 

“The moon lost its luster and rahu is approaching the Sun.” 

A lunar eclipse has already occurred and there is an impending solar eclipse. 

This clearly shows that the second segment in Vyasa’s description to Dhrtarastra in 
Bhismaparvan, of ill omens pertaining to the danger to the kuru s is consistent with the 
astronomical references in Udyogaparvan. It may be noted that there is a reference to a 
graha afflicting citra in both cases. Graha here refers to a comet and not to planet 
Mercury as is generally translated. In fact, it can be compared to the following verse from 
Varahamihira [17] when he discusses the effect of comets on asterisms: 

citrasu kuruksetradhipasya maranam samadisettajhah / BS (XI. 57) 

“If the afflicted (by a comet) asterism be citra, a wise astrologer should predict 
the death of the ruler of Kuruksetra. ” 

It may further be pointed out that this is the only segment, which includes true planetary 
positions in describing the omens. 



7 


The third segment 

Vyasa describes in the third segment further indicators of the calamity to the 
entire army (‘ 'se nay or as i vam ghoram.. ”). It is this segment that has caused so much 
difficulty to the scholars in that the planets appear to have been described as being at two 
or more locations at the same time. It is possible that the apparent ambiguity and 
confusion in the stated planetary positions arise because of the implicit interpretation that 
the word graha means a planet. The word graha (from the root grah= to grasp or to seize) 
refers to any heavenly object, which can move and hence can grasp or seize a star. Thus, 
the word refers to a planet or comet, although in much later times in Indian Astronomy, 
during the early years of CE, it came to be associated with only a planet. 

But, Vyasa leaves no doubt to the fact that here the word graha refers to a comet: 
“grahau tamrarunasikhauprajvalitavubhau” MB (VI. 3. 24) 

‘the two grahas blazing with coppery and red hair’. 

It may be noted that the word comet itself derives from the Greek word for hair. 
The word graha with red hair in the context here can only refer to a comet. Furthermore, 
as noted by Varahamihira [18], the ancient astronomers Parasara and Garga classified 
comets as sons of Sun, sons of Moon, sons of Mercury, sons of Venus, sons of Mars, 
Children of Jupiter and Children of Saturn, all of which indicate mainly impending 
calamities. This practice of considering a comet as “ grahaputra ” can be found in 
Atharvaveda-Parisista [19] also. The astronomical references in the third segment can 
now be examined in this light and the words “[son of]” have been added to the translation 
to make it clear. 

(i) dhumaketur mahaghorahpusya mdkramya tistatill MB(VI. 3. 12) 
“Deadly dhumaketu has overcome pusya” 

(ii) senayo rasivam ghoram karisyati mahagrahah/ 
maghasvahgdrako vakrah sravaneca brhaspatihll MB(VI. 3. 13) 

“The mahagraha appears to bring about an awful destruction in both 
annies. [Son of] Mars is retrograde in maghd, and [son of] Jupiter in 
sravana .” 

(iii) bhagyam naksatra mdkramya suryaputrena pidyate 
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sukrah prostapade purve samaruhya vis am pate 
uttaretu parikramya sahitahpratyudiksate /7 MB(VI. 3. 14) 

“The son of Surya has crossed the asterism purva-phalguni, and is vexing. 
Oh King, [son of] sukra has entered purva-prostapada, going around 
uttara-prostapada and is rising in both.” 

(iv) syamo grahah prajvalitah sadhumah sahapavakah 

aindram tejasvi naksatram jyestamakramya tistatill MB(VI. 3.15) 

“syamagraha is luminous and together with dhurna and pavaka has 
crossed over to jyesta, the bright asterism ruled by Indra .” 

(v) dhruvah prajvalito ghoram apasavyam pravartate/ 
citrdsvatyantare caiva dhistitahparuso grahahll MB(VI. 3.16) 

“The luminous dhruva has moved to the right of ghora. The parusa graha 
has established itself between citra and svati .” 

(vi) vakranuvakram krtvdca sravanepavaka prabhahl 
brahmaraslm samavrtya lohitahgo vyavasthitahll MB(VI. 3.17) 

“pavakaprabha has gone circumventing sravana, and lohitanga has 
become steady after enclosing brhmarasi .” 

(vii) samvatsara sthayinau ca grahau prajvalitdvubhaul 
visakhayoli samipasthau brhaspati sanaiscarau// MB(VI. 3. 25) 

“[sons of] Jupiter and Saturn, which stay around for a year, are both 
luminous and are near the two visakha stars.” 

(viii) krttikdsu grahastivro naksatre prathame jvalan/ 

vapumsyapaharan bhasa dhumaketuriva sthitahll MB(VI. 3. 26) 

“The graha tivra blazing in the first constellation krttika, and concealing 
forms with luster resembles dhumaketu.'" 

(ix) trisu purvesu sarvesu naksatresu visampate/ 

budhah sampatate bhiksnam janayan sumahadbhayam// 

MB(VI. 3.27) 

“[son of] Mercury is falling under all the three earlier constellations and 
causing a great terror.” 
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Vyasa names specifically twelve comets, sveta, dhumaketu, mahagraha, par us a, 
pavaka, dhuma, lohitanga, tlvra, pavakaprabha, syama, ghora, and dhruvaketu. All 
these names can be found in the list given by Varahamihira [20], Earlier scholars had 
translated some of these names as planets, for example, svetagraha as white planet (to 
refer to Venus), syamagraha as dark planet (to refer to Mercury), and parusagraha as 
cruel planet (to refer to Rahu). Vyasa refers to son of Sun, suryaputra, explicitly, but he 
also refers to the comets by the name of the parent planets. While this is quite according 
to the Sanskrit grammar, it is this notation that has caused so much confusion. The 
scholars have interpreted these references literally as referring to planets themselves. The 
net result is the confusion of conflicting planetary positions. When it is realized that 
comets are to be considered, there is no ambiguity or confusion of any kind. Moreover, 
comets have been considered to be harbingers of calamity since Atharvaveda [21]. 

The fourth segment 

In the final segment, Vyasa describes the omens which indicate destruction of the 
entire population; these include a pair of eclipses, a lunar and a solar eclipse occurring in 
the same month and within an interval of thirteen days, and at an ‘ aparvanV moment 
(i.e., not at the moment of exact conjunction or opposition of the sun and the moon). 

(i) caturdasim pancadasim bhutapurvam ca sodasim/ 

imdmtu nabhijanami amavasyam trayodasim// MB(VI. 3. 28) 

candrasuryavubhau grastavekamase trayodasim / 

aparvani grahavetau prajah samksapayisyatah// MB(VI. 3. 29) 

“I know New Moon coinciding with fourteenth, fifteenth and also on the 
sixteenth day, but I have never known it coinciding with the thirteenth 
day. In one and the same month, both the Sun and the Moon are eclipsed 
on the thirteenth. These ill-timed eclipses indicate destruction of the 
people.” 

This can be compared with a description from Atharvaveda-Parisista: 
yadi tu rdhurubhau sasibhaskarau 
grasati paksamanantaramantatahl 
purusasonita kardama vahini 
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bhavati bhurna ca varsati madhavahll AP(53. 3.5) 

Discussion and Conclusion 

It is clear that the omens described by Vyasa in four different segments refer to 
different aspects: (i) an imminent war, (ii) calamity to the Kuru dynasty, (iii) destruction 
of the entire anny, and (iv) danger to the entire population. As such they involve different 
astronomical happenings. The truly planetary positions are indicated in the omens 
pertaining to the calamity to the Kuru family and in this case the descriptions given by 
Kama in Udyogaparvan are identical to the descriptions given by Vyasa in 
Bhlsmaparvan. The alleged great confusion and ambiguity in ‘planetary’ positions seen 
by scholars pertain to the third segment, which describes omens of a great danger to the 
entire army. This segment does not refer to planets, but to comets and has been made 
explicitly clear by Vyasa, but scholars have not taken note of it. Explicit references by 
specific names to comets have been mistranslated as planets, leading to confusion. 
Compounding the confusion is Vyasa’ s reference to comets as off springs of planets, but 
denoting them by the names of the parent planets. But, once it is recognized that Comets 
are implied here there is no confusion or ambiguity and every thing falls into place. There 
is no necessity for introducing adhoc hypotheses such as those advanced by Daftari, 
Shanna or Iyengar to account for the ambiguity, because, it is non-existent. 

The description of omens turns out to be a coherent account. It is evident that 
criticism directed against the descriptions is unwarranted. It may be remarked in passing 
that other non-astronomical omens in these two chapters can also be found in 
Atharvaveda-Parisista. 

Abbreviations 

AV Atharvaveda 
AP Atharvaveda-Parisista 
BS Brhat Samhita 
MB Mahabharata 
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